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ABSTRACT 
 
This article   investigates   the extent to which  story telling  can be  an acceptable and 
effective   presentation of   experience   which  facilitates  research, teaching and  
learning in  education  management.   Stories, written by school principals about real 
events  which influenced their practice, are interspersed with  discussion  first,   on  the 
art of storytellers  and how  their  magic can be distinguished from   that of actors and of 
management gurus.  Secondly,   story telling is suggested as a method of research since it  
records authoritative experience, can lead to  categorisation. is documentary in  source,  
recreates the past from participant observation and offers easy access to data.  Thirdly,   
storytelling is an effective teaching method,  stimulating imagination, offering learning 
stimuli  from  varying  sources,   linking teacher and taught through shared experiences, 
allowing relaxation in the learning process and opening up opportunities for frank 
exchanges of feelings. The three stories included in the article offer the reader the chance 
to test  the ideas presented.  
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LIES, DAMNED LIES - AND STORYTELLING  
An  exploration of the contribution of  principals’  anecdotes  to research, teaching and 
learning about  the  management  of schools and colleges. 
 
Prologue 
Once upon a time  there was a journal (EMA)  celebrating its silver anniversary. 
 
“Now look here, Prof.”  expostulated  EMA to the Editor  (Peter Ribbins). “We 
need something  a bit different to demonstrate our continued commitment to 
breaking new ground.  This story idea  looks quirky enough to be considered new 
and...”  
 
“ Hold on,” mildly  interposed the editor, “We need to emphasise our history. 
Academic life is about conservatism and respectability.  Stories don’t sound very 
academic. Are you sure a serious audience will take to them ? ” 
 
“Listen well, big guy, ”  stated EMA. (EMA had recently entered an American 
phase having begun publishing a considerable number of international articles 
under Ribbins’s editorship)  “Stories are ‘situated oral literature  [whose]  form,  
meaning, and functions [are] rooted in culturally defined scenes or events - bounded 
segments of the flow of behaviour and experience that constitute meaningful 
contexts for action’ (Bauman, 1986: 3). So they are respectable and you’ve only to 
look through my  back issues to gauge their importance. Look here’s Hoyle 
(1982:96) recommending searching novels, films, plays and serials for  
‘enlightenment on micropolitics...for enjoyable confirmation of what we know’ and 
to  build bridges  between theory, research and  real life experiences’. Micropolitics  
accepts the ‘irrational, adventitious and peculiar to a unique setting’ (Hoyle, 
1982:87) - just as do stories. Some past EMA authors have used a story-telling 
technique although they  didn’t describe it as such. There was Briault (1976) 1, for 
example, who  used an allegory of headship as mountain climbing (ibid: 39-40).  A 
story was the whole of   one  article under the pseudonym of  the ‘Head of 
Clarendon School’ (1977) telling it how it was to convert a secondary modern 
school into a middle school (perhaps it might help  1997 colleagues who have to 
reverse the story) .  The head’s ‘personal view’ style of article has  been used 
overtly  (Lambert, 1984)...” 
 
The editor laughed.  “Can you believe that there was  a time when  asking 
headteachers to record  their views  required justification ? Parsons and Lyons 
(1979) described it as an alternative approach to enquiry in education management. 
They recommended allowing university staff time to conduct enquiries in the field 
to research areas  for which  questionnaires and surveys were unsuited. They also  
valued the idea of academics risking talking to practitioners (ibid: 83-4), an idea 
developed  in a  Jenkins’s EMA article in 1985. He risked  recording both heads’ 
and senior industrialists’ ‘stories’ defining leadership although he did dignify them 
with repertory grid technique” 
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“Now you’ve got the idea, boss. Past EMA  articles  abound with researchers using 
parts of heads’ stories  for evidence on  various issues. They’re not called  stories  
but appear as structured interviews or  accounts - but they’re stories nonetheless 
(Hughes, 1975; Bassett, 1989; Hellawell, 1990  Jones, 1990; Crow, 1992, Dunning, 
1993). Even the redoubtable Lakomski favours case study as a reputable approach 
(1987)” 
 
 
“Provided that it’s supported by ‘a coherence theory of evidence...[avoiding] the 
vicious regress of interpretist epistemology’ (Lakomski,1987:154)”  Peter Ribbins 
reminded EMA.  
 
“Absolutely,” agreed EMA, “hence you’ll find in this article an explanation of how 
story telling fits in with theories of teaching and research in our discipline - stories 
are so user-friendly too. Anything but vicious. And  the added glory of story telling 
is that  the heads tell their own stories without the direction and interpretation of an 
interviewer.  In past EMA issues,  there were stories about heads  (Gilbert, 1981: 
Wallace, 1987) but not by heads. Now this article lets heads speak for themselves 
and so meets the criticism,  from earlier EMAs, that theory development  has been  
dominated by an elite group of non-practitioners (Battersby,1987.  Using stories can 
produce ‘craft theory’ (ibid) just in time for the competences for the national 
professional qualification for headteachers.” 
 
“Well, be cautious with that claim. Battersby was attacked by Clark the following 
year (1988). He pointed out that many academics were  practitioners in previous 
incarnations- indeed, two of the heads contributing stories to this article have 
‘retired’ into academic life2.” 
 
 
“All right, I’ll defer to you on that one but you’ve got to admit that stories have 
been  used by the most respected academics,”  lightly  insisted   EMA.  
 
“Hm?.” 
 
“Ribbins and Sherratt (1992), for example”  noted EMA, continuing to look through 
its own back issues. 
 
“Touché!    Put like that,  I think we could get readers to accept the academic 
rationale for using stories as research evidence  but stories about  headship ?  
We’ve had so many articles on headship that I wonder if we need any more, There’s 
more to management than headship,” stated the editor.  
 
“Wrong, oh  wise one” intoned EMA. “I did a  quantitative survey of   past issues 
and discovered that  6.6 per cent of  all articles published in the fifteen years, 1976 
and 1982-953 directly concerned headship alone.  In the same years, 4.14 per cent  
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tackled research methods and/or  research philosophies and  0.46 per cent 
considered teaching methods for education management. So an article on heads, 
research and teaching methods should be acceptable, especially as it brings together 
practitioner and academic views in BEMAS - that’s  an aim adopted from our 
parent, the Commonwealth Council for Educational Administration and 
Management4.” 
 
“You win, ”   resignedly  stated the editor, “ on the theory and  headship issues but 
this journal also has a long tradition of instrumentality in its articles - they  have to 
be useful to practitioners.”  
 
“No problem with that one” gleefully asserted EMA. “Way back in the 1970s, 
EMA ran a special edition on  headteacher training and the Germans were then 
emphasising the ‘capacity of...practitioners to learn from their shared experiences... 
rather than  [by] directive instruction (Hopes, 1978:8). Even the French beat us to it  
by  keeping formal lectures to a minimum and using case studies instead 
(Soubry,1978:24). Are we going to continue to lag behind our European 
colleagues?  Is it possible to hope that English headteachers have moved on from 
Craig’s 1982 EMA findings  that they considered teaching methods on management 
courses unimportant  to the success of a course? Far from valuing anything like 
stories, management training was meant to move us out of  ‘instruction by 
anecdote, often given by men in their anecdotage’ (Halpin,1970:159-60).  But it 
may be  that heads won’t value stories -  do you remember that ‘shock-horror’ 
report in EMA from Gray in 1987 ? He  reported that  secondary school heads 
found  experiential learning  destabilising and didn’t find it easy to generate their 
own training materials. This article will explain how story telling would be  a safe 
way to encourage management learning” 
 
“Oh, I think  heads’ reservations about experiential learning are overcome now.” 
responded Peter, “By 1989, EMA reported that  experiential learning and 
participative methods were common (Wallace and  Hall, 1989:171). And  
assessment centres are established now - you could say they encourage heads to tell 
their stories (Lyons et al, 1993). I’m sure  that heads will accept stories now.  You 
even find it in titles: two  years ago, Hale produced  the Primary Head’s Tale as his 
article (1995) though I admit it was created from observation and interviewing not 
from the head telling the story - but it is a story” 
 
EMA and Peter Ribbins bent their heads over more back issues finding  pleas for a 
national training  system  way back in 1984 (Lambert), come to fruition only in 
1997. Such a system had to offer commonality and structure yet, as EMA asserted,  
these both need the uniqueness  of stories to produce understanding and interest. 
 
“You see, it’s that indefinable ‘ability for leadership’ (Owen, 1985:45) that only 
real stories can relay which are essential in management training - that was the 
basis of the national mentoring scheme for headteachers, 1992-5, as presaged in  
EMA with that Daresh and Playko 1992 article,” recalled EMA. 
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“Look, “ said Peter, “I think we’re agreed to give stories a go for the  Silver 
Anniversary edition.  I still have doubts about the relevance of  stories to  our 
theories - can story tellers be interpersonal, political, culturally pluralistic, open or 
structurally functional (Saran and Bushier, 1994) ? I am, after all, trying to rebuild 
EMA as a journal that  focuses on philosophy and theory as it did during its early 
years.   Well, perhaps the article might allay  my concerns.”  
“Glad to hear you’ve an open mind. Let’s get started”.   
And so begins a story of stories, first as art, secondly  for research and thirdly for 
teaching. 
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 Storytelling As  Art   
 
STORY   I :   Mark  Hewlett , Principal, Rawlings  Community College,  
                      Leicestershire, England. 
 
“Read  a story - what,  this morning ? No...you amateur...me professional”   
 
At the school  where I held my first   principalship,   the teacher with responsibility 
for French and Drama  had  played a major part  in  a popular, long running, TV 
soap.  By all accounts , he’d been a class act, the one person who injected some 
quality  and professionalism into a  soap otherwise noted for it s mediocrity.   One 
day,   he was passing my door and I asked him if he would be prepared to read in 
Assembly.  
 
“By all means”, he replied. 
“OK, come in”  , I said  and proceeded to offer him the reading.  
“Am I to understand that you wanted me to read today  ?”  he asked.  
“Yes” 
“No”, he stated emphatically 
“It’s very simple”, I  pleaded. 
“It may be”, he responded, “ but if I’m going to read a story to an audience I’m not 
going to do it off the cuff”. 
“I do it off the cuff regularly” I reminded him.. 
“I know”, he said. “ You amateur. Me  professional...Not that you’re bad”, he added, 
“ in fact, not bad at all - considering - You think  I’m being a bit prima donna-ish ?” 
“Perhaps, but that’s OK, I’ll manage”. 
“You  usually do”, he  responded.  
“Well if you are prepared to do a reading I do know what I’m hoping  to do  next   
week - The Selfish Giant.” 
“OK - I’ll look it through  and if I think it’ll work, I’ll do it”.  
 
He did look it through and the next day he did agree to do it.  
The assembly the next week was introduced in the usual way. I  made some 
observations about the theme for the month which was  GENEROSITY.   I concluded 
with the announcement that Mr. Green  would read a story - a sort of parable.  
 
“The Selfish Giant: A Fable”  began  Mr. Green.  
 
The assembly was quiet. I should say that there was never any problem in assembly. 
They were  always quiet and attentive.   They were attentive this morning, a bright, 
sunny Wednesday. But as the story proceeded, I was aware that their attention was 
rapt. I was aware of a  vitality, an intensity, an electricity about the hall that I had 
not previously experienced. The reason for it was not obvious. Mr. Green’s reading 
was straightforward, low key - surprisingly so.  He appeared to have done nothing  
with the text and avoided any obvious dramatic tricks.  But as the image of the story 
moved from   the cold Winter of Selfishness  to the warm  Summer of Generosity, I 
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realised, in my bones as it were, that something was happening. The atmosphere was 
warm,  the climate changing.  
 
At the instant of his sitting down, I realised what it meant to be an amateur.  I 
couldn’t follow it.  
 
Instinct told  me to sit still and do nothing and the  assembly  stayed  in silence for 
half a minute until I said, “Thank you   very   much, that story was beautifully told” 
and we walked off.  
 
“That was brilliant.  What did you do ?”  I asked him.  
 
“It was written for 9 or 10 year olds I guess.  So I turned myself into a 13 year old: 
On Monday, I went to a House Assembly  to try to get a feel of how an 13 year old 
reacts to assemblies. Teenagers don’t mind  children’s stories  as  long  as they feel 
they’re not being patronised. After that. it’s clarity, pace, pitch and timbre. You can 
either get those wrong or get them right”.  
 
“It seemed a very straight presentation”, I  commented.  
 
“People don’t like tricks. Summa ars  celere artem - he intoned. There  are   tricks  
but they must remain hidden.”  
 
“How did you engineer the change from Summer to Winter ?” 
 
“I just shifted the pace, pitch and timbre significantly - but not in a way they would 
register consciously”  
 
“Were you pleased with it?” I enquired. 
 
“Yes, surprisingly so. And your ending was well judged - even though it was off the 
cuff”.  
 
My assemblies were never the same after that - nor were most other people’s.  Mr 
Green had penetrated to parts that other assemblies had not reached. I had witnessed 
a technical masterpiece. It had been quite inspiring.  
[P.S. I wonder what he would have made of this story]. 
 
 
Story telling is an art, as this first story emphasises,  with the teller as  either script-
writer or  actor  (depending upon whether the story is personally presented to,  or read 
by,  the  audience). The script  is the basis for the performance - the delivery and the 
performance is the  whole art (Cole, 1976: 6; Mangham, 1990: 107; Jenkins, 1970). 
What did the  delivery of this story contribute to your learning ?  When a story is 
written,  the choice of words can influence the reader, as does its style. What 
interpretation  did you place on the story ?  
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 Story-tellers  offer the option of   their  interpretations  and of your own.   Story-
tellers  provide scope for  the audience’s own imagination - fitting in somewhere 
between being  radio and TV performers. They are slightly different from actors who 
offer their own interpretations and those of the playwright and director although for  
both actor and story-teller, the audience is ‘central to, becomes involved in, and for 
the duration, transformed by the event’ (Clark and Salaman, 1995:15) as was the 
assembly listening to The Selfish Giant. A story-teller’s audience should be able to 
recall and repeat most of the stories. An actor’s audience is, in contrast, ‘unable 
personally to re-create the event, or to re-transmit it. The performance is consumed at 
the time it is given’ (ibid).  
 
This quotation seemed to me to  describe  acting but it  was written to describe  the  
performances of management gurus, such as Handy, Morgan or Peters.  Their 
performances usually include stories  of past success so  it is possible that by 
encouraging story telling in education management, we could, perhaps,  assist the 
emergence of education management’s home grown gurus - of which  our discipline 
is regrettably rather short. Gurus  have been defined as contemporary witch doctors 
(Clarke and Salaman, 1995)  because of their association with magic.  Their message 
is that taking their prescriptions will lead to business success. We know in our 
rational heads that  this is as likely as winning the  National Lottery but in our 
emotional hearts, we want to  believe in the possibility of  management magic.  
 
There is an element of this magic in story telling. Its source lies in the content of the 
stories (as with the gurus) but additionally with the link with the traditions of our 
lives (the aural transmission of  culture before print was invented) and with the desire 
for occasional return to the comfort of childhood when the Famous Five5 always 
triumphed.  In contrast,  gurus’ stories (and to a lesser extent those of lecturers and 
consultants) are unfamiliar and destabilising; they confront us and question our 
assumptions.  They give us an apocalyptic vision as a way of controlling our worlds.  
Story telling likewise offers control - but the control of familiarity. Story-tellers could 
be defined as the Enid Blytons of management teaching and learning; gurus  would 
be the Roald Dahls.6   The familiarity is enhanced by management  story telling being 
related to the past  whereas gurus are about the far more unsettling future.  Story 
telling can be a device for transmitting the uncomfortable but it absolves the story-
teller from appearing to challenge and lets the audience hide from the challenge if it 
wishes.     
 
The magic  can be underlined by the performance elements of story telling.  Story 
telling is perhaps best  compared to naturalistic plays in which  actors ‘follow their 
natural instincts’  (Griffiths, 1982:19). ‘Real simplicity...has the most comforting  
effect upon the listener’  (Shedlock, 1915:24-5) but it is a   simplicity  which must be 
rehearsed, as Mr Green illustrated above,    since the performing arts are high risk 
presentations,.  The performer must write the script, plan the movements and 
costumes, dress the stage and speak to an audience  who have ‘put away childish 
things’ (Paul, xiii, 11)  and who may, therefore be distrustful  of those who try to  
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present academic matters in unorthodox forms.  The fortunate story-teller will be the 
one who possesses that  ‘indefinable, intangible quality...stage charm...[which] 
transforms  even his deficiencies into assets’ (Stanislavski, 1968:245).  Imagine how 
the stories in this article might have  appeared if  given as an aural presentation. The 
presenters would have had to consider  their movement, (‘developing an easy 
manner...with plasticity and expressiveness’,   ibid:38 and 43), their voice  range 
(Rendle, 1991: 62) and   their costuming  (combining an indication of status. 
protective camouflage and seduction,  Griffiths, 1982:109). Alternatively, perhaps  
story tellers should be, as in Plato’s description, ‘more austere and less 
attractive,...[with] the manner of a person of high character’ (Plato, 335 BC:83). 
 
In indicating the similarities between story-tellers, actors and  management gurus, the 
differences must not be neglected.  Unlike the guru, the  story-teller is not attempting 
to persuade the audience to one point of view but to encourage each of them to 
develop  their own. Gurus speak of ideal life and all pervasive solutions in 
generalised conditions.  Consultants and lecturers likewise tend to suggest the ideal 
but ground their research and teaching in reality, beginning  with the familiar, moving 
through the unfamiliar to trawl for solutions and returning to the familiar to  
prescribe. They often suggest multiple possible solutions for mini- or micro- 
problems  based on careful research, often context specific. The story-teller offers one 
real-life  solution to one real-life  problem  in a very specific context;  the listeners  
can then interpret this to match their own circumstances as they wish. The 
management story-teller thereby may be described as  producing a parable from 
which the listeners extract the lesson for themselves.  A parable may be seen as 
symbolic of all life, thus becoming very apposite to management learning since 
‘symbols are the stuff of management behaviour. Executives...deal in symbols’ 
(Peters, 1978:10).  
 
Symbols can be seen as part of our emotional, sensual selves, as can story telling.  
Such emotionalism may need  refinement to meet  our rational selves and the  
demands of academic rigour for research.  This is discussed in the following section.  
 
 Story Telling  for Research   
                             
STORY  II:   Peter Downes,   previously  Principal,   Hinchingbrooke School, 
Huntingdon,  Cambridgeshire,  England.   Currently  Visiting  Fellow ,  
International Educational  Leadership and Management Centre, University  of 
Lincolnshire and Humberside. 
 
Lessons from the playground 
 
Almost  my first disciplinary  problem as a new  principal  in the 1970s  was  caused 
by the presence of  an ice-cream  seller on the public highway, immediately outside 
the playground. The pupils flocked to buy their ice-cream at lunch time thus causing 
a  nuisance  to the public and putting duty staff in an impossible position.  It’s very 
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difficult to contain  several  hundred  young people within the confines of  a 
playground with the temptation of the  ice- cream van so  near.   
 
To everybody’s amazement, I solved the problem at a stroke by  inviting the ice cream 
van to come into the school playground so that we could control the queues and 
prevent nuisance to the  public. In a moment of inspiration, I told the ice cream man I 
would charge him  £3  a day   for the privilege to which he readily agreed and he 
even offered to clear up the litter afterwards.  
 
My first entrepreneurial coup - predating bulk funding by nearly  a decade !  But 
soon, I ran  into difficulties. The Canteen lady now claimed that  the  ice-cream man 
was taking custom from school dinners and that I had no  right to invite  a vendor  
who was not approved by the local education authority, onto the premises.  Such was 
my first brush with competitive tendering for school services which did not become 
commonplace  until the early 1990s.  
 
My second playground lesson  emerged  when the local Caravan Club asked if they 
could hold a rally  at the school. I  could see no difficulty and as they were offering to 
pay  £2 per van per night, I was pleased to accept.  I collected their fees on Sunday 
evening and brought the money to school on Monday morning, prepared to complete 
the local education authority form for reporting  earnings from lettings. The form had 
headings for  all the facilities  - small rooms, halls, with or without piano - but no  
box for the playground.   So, unable to complete the form, I  put all the  money into 
the  school’s  own  account. At that time, the local education authority allowed 
schools to retain 3% of earnings from lettings - I  had just achieved 100% and my 
conversion to  delegated budgeting  was  continuing.  
 
The third panel of this triptych on the  playground comes from a colleague at another 
school  in the late  1970s.  He had been phoning the local education authority to  
persuade   them to  let him  appoint a half time science technician  but his pleas had 
been unsuccessful.  Looking out of his window as he put down the phone  he saw a 
lorry  enter the playground   with a load of tarmac following the local education 
authority’s decision that the playground should be  resurfaced.   He estimated that 
the cost of this load was the same as the technician’s wages for one year. In a flash of 
insight he realised that he, as principal,  knew what the school  needed and that he 
should decide how the money should be spent. He went on to be elected as a local 
Councillor, instrumental in developing the ideas of devolving  decision making 
powers  and finance  to schools.  
  
Three stories linked  by a theme,  like these,  provide the beginnings of research, i.e. 
the collection and  collation of  data.  These are the first steps to controlling the 
waywardness and individualism that is story- telling and so linking it to  some 
elements of the old  research traditions of positivism.  Categorising to produce 
concepts  can add some  appearance of reputable science to story telling, even though 
the stories here could not meet the demands of the logical positivists for verification 
(Cohen and Manion, 1994: 11).  Categorising to produce concepts from story-telling  
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could  be the commencement of rebuilding  theory in  education management which  
‘implies beginning with the mindsets of practitioners so that their understandings and 
practices can be related to their multiple contexts’ (Macpherson,  1988: 7).   Story-
telling must be  an unparalleled  method of  reaching practitioners’ mindsets,  
mindsets  which  here have the authority of status and experience.  
 
Recording  authoritative experience is the basis  of  many research methods in 
education management but it will not appear listed as  story telling (Cohen and 
Manion, 1994; Johnson, 1994).  Its alternative nomenclature could  be, for example, 
‘primary documentation’ or  case studies.  Story evidence  would be acceptable in ex 
post facto research, as accounts and in action research and it  would  surely be 
considered as part of the narrative traditions.    
 
As documentary evidence, stories could be classified as lying between primary and 
secondary data. They are primary in the sense that they are direct, first hand oral 
testimony from participants, written down by themselves   as relics of a given period. 
On the other hand, they are semi-secondary in that, although the story-tellers were 
present at the time of the action, it was not written down until the present. Seeing it 
thus across a distance of time, it could be claimed as a second hand account.  
 
 Whatever its  documentary classification,  story-telling fulfils the requirements of 
historical research since  these school principals’ stories clearly recreate the past from  
participant observation.  It may not be as systematic as historical research should be 
(Cohen and Manion, 1994:45) but there is no reason to suppose that  the 
systematisation  begun with three linked stories  could not be extended.  Education 
management as a discipline, has need of an historical base  (Thody, 1994; Sungaila, 
1982). A story based history will have the advantage of  producing comprehensible, 
entertaining history  (Seaborne, 1966:38).   Each story provides the beginnings of  an 
historical case study,  contextually  placed within a single sphere of action. The 
stories here fail to fulfil the  further requirement of case study method, ‘to probe 
deeply and...analyse intensively’ (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 106)  but such an 
approach might develop from them.   
 
The stories individually  are problematic to verify (although no doubt witnesses might 
be found from those featured in the stories) but   when  stories  are  presented as  a 
group, each should  show  if the others sound  trustworthy.  The existence of a group 
of stories offers  a  possible test of credibility. A further test arises from audience 
reaction. These stories are being presented to fellow professionals. Do the stories 
sound trustworthy ?  Do they accord with  readers’  experience ?  
 
One of the great advantages of story-telling  as a research method lies in its ease of 
access to data.  No problems persuading the subjects to take part in this one!  This, of 
course, makes it firmly subjective and hence anti-positivist (positivism regards 
knowledge as  objective) and nominalist  (since the meanings attached to the  ideas in 
these stories are dependent on the  possibly varying interpretations of the speakers 
and listeners). The data is offered to us ‘without any preconceived notion  about their 
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significance and orientation’  (Cohen and Manion, 1994:3), thus offering the 
audience the role of objective observer, inducing conclusions from what is presented 
without prior dictation.    
 
Given the similarities between story-telling and other research methods, what may be 
inhibiting  ascription of research credibility  to story-telling could be its lack of 
respectability  because of its association with childhood and with primitive methods 
of learning. If the same material  that is presented here  as stories  had, instead, been  
exhumed as letters, memoranda or taped recordings,   dredged from structured 
interviews, noted by an observer or recorded in diaries designed for a research 
project,  it  would appear ‘respectable’ and would be recorded as acceptable 
(Bauman, 1986).   Calling it ‘story-telling’,  permitting the perpetrators to describe 
events in person,  omitting the  benefit of interleaving  researcher - all these combine 
to make it seem  less respectable than other research methods which it  mirrors  even 
‘though it arises from the same origin, that of personal experience.   
 
The story-telling here offers  a respectable research method  through presenting more 
than one principal’s  reminiscences.   The  stories  arise from  empirical evidence and 
are restricted in length.  Collectively, they offer  us the chance to exercise our 
analytical faculties.  Thus  begins the possibility of meeting the very  basics of  
researching - that it should be systematic, controlled, empirical and critical 
(Kerlinger, 1970).  By listening to a number of principals’ stories, a role perception 
can be created from which may come an hypothesis to test and develop to theory. 
Perhaps the more common route is to start with hypothesis and to ascertain if  
experience  will validate the hypothesis.  Is the process less valid if the order is 
reversed ?  
 
 Reversing the order to our usual thinking on story-telling may be the  key to its 
emergence as an accepted research method. Stories may seem to be ‘common 
currency, a popular possession...[and] what everyone possesses is scarcely worth 
possessing [but]...narrative is a metacode, a human universal on the basis of which 
transcultural messages about the nature of shared reality can be transmitted’ (Rosen, 
1985: 25). Far from being a subordinate, marginal route to research, story-telling may 
be, instead, its keystone.   
 
Story Telling  For  Teaching    
                      
STORY  III:  Harry Tomlinson,  previously principal of Margaret Danyers College, 
Cheshire.  Currently Principal Lecturer in Education Management, Leeds 
Metropolitan University.  
 
Multi cultural  education in the 1980s 
 
In the late 1970s, during an earlier principalship, I recognised, almost uniquely 
amongst  school principals, the need for multicultural education in schools.  I made 
mistakes - for example - alienating the Black Women’s Co-operative  by not 
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accepting their immediate offer to have a festival  on site and being the cause of a 
riot, carefully orchestrated for television, at morning breaktime when I  attempted to 
impose punctuality with undue aggression.  But these aside, the school  worked hard  
on multi cultural issues, producing  a thorough, soundly based and excellent report 
which impressively analysed the issues and sold 1500 copies. The  school became 
recognised  nationally and internationally for its understanding and implementation 
of  multicultural education. There was a strongly politicised staff who worked in the 
inner city through choice. A television programme was made about our multicultural 
working party.  
 
At the first showing of the film  there was a stunned silence when the one black 
teacher in the school suggested that our reputation was a sham, that the staff were 
racist and if this was the best in the country, then God help black children. The film 
had exposed our  multicultural working party as having become an expert group with 
national reputations who, because of that expertise, had become alienated from the 
rest of the staff.  I remember,  I hope accurately, saying that there was no question of 
my wanting to censor the film and that I would defend the black  teacher’s right to  
say what she believed and for it to he heard on  national television.  The rest of the 
staff were outraged at the suggestion that they could be perceived as racist but I 
suggested that we needed to recognise that the black member of staff was probably 
speaking on behalf of all our black students.  This comment  was brought home  to me  
later shortly before  I left  the school.  I spoke to a  student who had been there  the 
same  five years   as  myself  and  who was, perhaps, the black student I knew best.  I 
attempted to explain to her my own inherited racism. She was horrified at my self-
analysis  and refused to speak to me for our last three  months at school.  
 
 
Story-telling  could be seen as the most direct way of conveying education 
management as ‘philosophy in action’  (Hodgkinson, 1981: 144) evidenced above in 
an attempt to  put into practice,  apparently unsuccessfully,  philosophies on racism. 
In this respect, story-tellers are  Plato’s philosopher kings (Plato, 355BC) come to life 
to  mentor us, teaching through past example.  Despite this, story-telling is not  
recorded as a method of teaching management  (Munn, 1989, Table 2.1:8), nor of 
teaching adults in any subject  (Bradfield, 1986; Cleugh, 1962; Daines, Daines and 
Graham, 1988; Rogers, 1986) although  there is support for biographies of inspiring 
leaders as teaching material for management (Ralston, 1995).  In contrast,  
storytelling  as an important teaching method  for young children  has a comfortably 
extensive provenance (Burrell, 1926;  Bryant, 1910; Colwell, 1980; Ellis and 
Brewster, 1991; Howe and Johnson, 1992;  Jones and Buttrey, 1970;  Paley, 1990; 
Plato, 335BC: 67; Rosen, 1991; Shedlock, 1915; Shelley, 1990) and even  one 
apparently generic book (Egan’s  1988 Teaching as Storytelling)  locates itself in the 
primary years.  
 
What is written in those  books about children needing stories could, however be 
applied to adults needing teaching in education management.   Consider the following 
comparisons:  
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• Stories stimulate children’s imaginative faculties, (Egan, 1988, Ch.2). Surely adults 
seeking the vision, now regarded as essential in successful  leadership, need this  
stimulus to imagination also ?   
 
• Stories provide children with information in  familiar formats.  From these, children 
can acquire knowledge from the varying stimuli  with which life presents them, i.e. 
they ‘pick up bits and pieces, and suddenly see connections; these break or defract, 
and are recomposed in new ways with disparate pieces’ (Egan, 1988:13). How close 
that description sounds to chaos theory which is beginning to be considered for its 
application to our field. It is also reminiscent of those descriptions of  education  
managers’ activities as fragmented, brief and apparently disorganised yet able to 
produce  a co-ordinated whole  (Hickcox, 1992;  Kmetz and Willower, 1982; 
Macpherson, 1985; Thody, 1989, 1991; Townsend, 1991).  
 
•  ‘Storytelling is a powerful way of helping pupils to learn in  all   areas of the 
curriculum. Because narrative is a universal way of organising events and 
ideas...[helping] pupils to order, process and present their work’ (Howe and Johnson, 
1992:5, 29). With a description like that, the transferable learning possible  from oral 
narrative to the creation of school development plans seems obvious.  
 
• Story-telling in school  must be a regularly and frequently shared experience for 
teacher and pupils ‘for they are much improved by the infection of other people’s 
delight’ (Jones and Buttery, 1970: 115).  What a support it could be then for extolling 
the benefits of consultative management,  good interpersonal relationships (Shelley, 
1990:10) and staff motivation techniques.  
 
• ‘Some teachers use the story ‘as a soporific...when they are too tired, or the  
children too wayward, for ‘real’ work...to soothe his  own or the children’s’ nerves’  
(Jones and Buttery, 1970: 115).  Story-telling thus offers stress management 
techniques.  
 
• Stories are a ‘prime medium for communication...creating an environment in which 
children can share their honest feelings with an adult’ (Shelley, 1990:12-3).  Here 
must be the basis for  developing a climate accepting of   staff appraisal  meetings.  
 
Children’s needs for exciting teaching,  proposed as an outcome of the story-telling 
method in the books for teachers of the young,  is surely paralleled by the needs  of  
adults ? Stories enable  teachers of young children to  ‘set up...a sense of dramatic 
tension at the beginning of our lessons’  (Egan, 1988: 25) which encourages interest. 
Translated to the adult market, this becomes ‘the arousal of the learner to new levels 
of awareness and receptivity to stimuli’ (Rogers, 1986: 58). Writers on methods of 
adult teaching do not suggest stories as the mode of such arousal, but surely one 
could try  them as a method of teaching ?   
 
The sharing which arises from class  story presentation with children seems even 
more vital with adults who have their own stories of management to contribute thus 
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enabling them to be  ‘active in their own learning’  (Rogers, 1986: 184), an important 
aim in adult education. Stories are a non-threatening way to persuade students to 
participate. We all have stories to tell and encouraging this can help overcome adult 
learners’ lack of confidence (Daines, Daines and Graham, 1993:6). Sharing our own  
lack of confidence, as in the multi-cultural story above should link us to our students 
with their uncertainties.   Teachers who may feel inhibited at the thought of 
presenting stories to adults should recollect how many stories are already embedded 
in their teaching, in the  delivery of case studies, in simulations and role plays7.  
 
At the end of the day, though (and stories are usually told at the end of the day), it is 
well to remember that  stories are metaphor,  able to ‘suggest new perspectives for 
viewing an established or familiar  phenomenon yet may also confuse and obscure 
our thinking if they are left unexplored’ (Tom, 1984:122). The art of the management  
story-teller must be  both to present and to explore the learning that follows.  
 
Epilogue 
‘Historically, cultures have perpetuated themselves through the art of storytelling. 
Some would say this is becoming a lost art. However, there is usually a cadre of 
individuals in an organisation who are very knowledgeable of the organisation’s past 
and interested in sharing it with others. These individuals should be encouraged’ 
(Konnert and Augenstein, 1990: 73)  
 
This  article  encouraged  three knowledgeable principals to share their stories and  
hopefully  will  encourage readers to  share theirs. In doing so, readers should reflect 
that   although  one story might be dismissed as  mere  anecdote,  two begin  research, 
and three  make a thesis.  
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1  Trawling  EMA’s back issues for this article produced, inter alia,  this 
   encounter with    Eric Briault (one of the parents of modern educational administration, 
   deceased 1996) in his keynote   speech  to the  1976  Malaysia conference of  the 
   Commonwealth Council for Educational Administration, then  in its infancy. I 
presented  
   the heart of this article at the 1996 Malaysian conference of the  Commonwealth 
Council 
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  for Educational Administration and Management,  during my  Presidency of  
  that organisation.  
.     
2   Harry Tomlinson  and Peter Downes 
 
3  EMA was unable to gain access to  the full range of other years’ issues.  Individual  
   pre-1982  and  pre-197  issues indicated that  there were no  significant differences  
   from later issues. 
    
4  Founded  1972. Originally known as the  CCEA - the M was added in 1996. 
5   The  Famous Five  were four children and a dog invented by Enid Blyton  as heroes of  
a prolific series of books about their exploits.  Five always triumphed in the end, 
discovering lost treasure, defeating criminal gangs  or  climbing mountains with right on 
their side,  the sun shining  and another jolly adventure around the corner.   
 
6  Teachers may cringe at this comparison as Enid Blyton is  somewhat denigrated by the 
educational establishment for the limited vocabulary of her books, their political 
incorrectness and their  lack of reality.  It must be remembered, though, that Enid Blyton, 
(whose major output was during the middle years of the twentieth century,   induced  
generations to read happily  (and still does),  her books continue to enjoy  prolific sales 
around the world and updated versions are now appearing.  Her oeuvre included the  
Secret Seven and Famous Five series,  the Adventure series, numerous school genre 
books  and Noddy with his aurally challenged friend, Big Ears. In contrast Roald Dahl, a  
late twentieth century,  almost equally prolific ,writer,    is admired for the originality of 
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this ideas, his style, wit   and  futuristic notions  (the  Charlie series,   Willy  Wonka, 
Fantastic Mr Fox, the James books,  and the intellectually challenged Twits).  
 
7The latter could be  compared with the genre of stories in which it is possible for the 
reader to  select a preferred ending.  Although  these are mainly  written for children,  
The French Lieutenant’s Woman   (Fowles, J.  1969, London:Cape)  provides an example 
of  this format for adults.   
 
 
